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Brandmeyer: Baseball and the American Dream: A Conversation With Al Lopez

BASEBALL AND THE AMERICAN DREAM:
A CONVERSATION WITH AL LOPEZ
by Gerard A. Brandmeyer

Al Lopez occupies a special niche in the history of Tampa. To his surprise, Lopez became a
much heralded symbol of his native Ybor City community. He did this by achieving prominence
in major league baseball in a professional career that spanned forty-five years, 1925-69, with
thirty-six of these years spent at the major league level first as player and later as manager.
The highlights of Lopez’s career are a reflection of the era and the man. At the tender age of
sixteen, and therefore technically ineligible to bind himself by contract, Lopez was coaxed
nonetheless into signing with the neighborhood Tampa Smokers, forerunner of the modern day
Tarpons of the Florida State League. The location of Lopez’s signing was a combination
poolroom and cigar store on Franklin near Twiggs, an appropriately casual setting for the less
formal organizational structure of professional sports at the time. Lopez’s skills as a catcher were
soon recognized within the network of major league scouts. By age nineteen, his contract had
been purchased by the Dodgers. In less than three additional seasons, he was catching regularly
with Brooklyn in a career that stretched through nineteen major league campaigns. Due to the
physical demands of the position, it is rare for a catcher to play so long.
While Lopez’s playing career was distinguished for its longevity, it was primarily managerial
achievements that explain his 1977 election to the Baseball Hall of Fame. After a brief
apprenticeship in the Cleveland minor league organization, he took charge at the big league level
in 1951, managing the Indians and later the Chicago White Sox through seventeen consistently
successful seasons, winning two American League championships and finishing below third
place just once.
The unassuming modesty and sound judgment which contributed to Al Lopez’s success in
baseball are refreshingly evident in the retrospective interview that follows. Daily life in Ybor
City circa 1920 emerges within a framework of stable norms and customs. A youngster of Al
Lopez’s meager economic circumstances was expected to terminate formal education in his early
teens in favor of work, preferably in a reliable trade. Baseball was viewed as an acceptable
free-time activity for the young men of the community, but hardly promising as an adult
livelihood. Lopez recalls holding no exalted ambitions with regard to the game. To his
amazement and self-professed good fortune, his favorite boyhood sport became the source of a
richly rewarding career. In addition, baseball opened to him life choices not available within the
taken-for-granted fabric of Ybor City. As Lopez reveals, he appreciated the chance to taste
foods, follow leisure pursuits, even select a marriage partner who would not have been available
had he remained at home and worked in the cigar industry. Yet in spite of the variety those big
league metropolises offered, he never lost appreciation for the respect and admiration generously
expressed each winter by his fellow Tampans when he returned home. The interview below
reveals Al Lopez to be serene and at ease with himself whether on Columbus Circle in New
York City or Columbus Drive in Tampa.
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Selectors at work at the Cuesta Rey Cigar Factory, 1924.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

Interview with Al Lopez
TBH: When were you born?
Lopez: Nineteen hundred and eight [1908].
TBH: So you’re a native Tampan. But your parents came from . . .
Lopez: They were married in Spain, then they went to Cuba, and they had seven kids there. I was
the eighth kid. I was born here. In 1906 the cigar industry started booming into Tampa.
They moved from Cuba and settled in Key West and for some reason or another they
didn’t like it in Key West, I think it was on account of transportation or something.
TBH: Did they follow the tobacco industry, the cigar industry?
Lopez: They were asking for workers to come down to move here. I guess they were offering
him some kind of deal or something like that. My dad learned the trade in Cuba. He was
what they call a selector. In those days it was all handmade cigars, and my dad had to
pick out the leaves. They have these wrappers, they call them, they come in different
sizes so naturally you’re not going to give the big size, a real good leaf, to a guy that’s
making a cheroot or a small ten-cent cigar or five-cent cigar; so he would have to save

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol3/iss1/6

2

Brandmeyer: Baseball and the American Dream: A Conversation With Al Lopez

that wrapper for the guy that was making the thirty or forty cent cigar. They all had
tickets, and they had to come to him. He would select the size and the color and if it was
a real good wrapper. A lot of them had a lot of mange, and they tried to keep people away
from the mange. And that way they saved money because those wrappers were very
expensive, and that was one of the most expensive parts of the tobacco, and that’s the
reason they had this trade.
TBH: What year did your parents move here?
Lopez: 1906.
TBH: He came with his wife and how many children at the time?
Lopez: No, he came by himself first to see how he was going to like it. At that time they were
just starting. My mother stayed in Cuba with seven kids and one was just months old.
And when he finally sent for us, she came over, was sick all the way in the boat and was
lucky that my older sister was already old enough to be able to help her out with the kids,
especially the young one.
TBH: They took a boat from Cuba to Key West, and then how did they get from Key West to
Tampa?
Lopez: The same way. The same boat made a stop in Key West and then to Tampa.
TBH: When you were growing up, what kind of expectations do you think your family had about
what you would do when you got older?
Lopez: I don’t know. My impression was that being that they were poor, that they never had
expectations that I was going to be a college graduate or anything like that, they wanted
me to get an education, you know, as far as I could go, and then after that they figured
that I was going to have to go to work just like everybody else.
TBH: How did your brothers and sisters fare?
Lopez: Well, my oldest sister, she had to leave school to help the family out. There were nine
kids at the time. There were a couple of strikes in between in the tobacco industry. They
had a couple of real bad strikes here, oh around 1913 I guess, 1912, something like that.
And my oldest sister at that time was about fourteen and she had to go to work and then
after that my brothers kept on following. She went to the factory, in fact, most of them
went to the factory. I guess if I hadn't been a ball player that I might have ended up in the
factory also.
TBH: What makes you different from the family and other people who came here, apart from
skills. At what point did you become aware of an interest in playing ba1l and at what
point do you begin to think that you could do this for a living?
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Lopez: Well, I tell you. I never did think that I was going to be able to make it as a professional
ball player, that this was going to be my living. And I loved to play ball. I think I was
trying to outdo my older brother who was also a ball player, and he was a catcher also,
and I don’t know, it was some kind of competition that I had, that I was going to try to be
as good or better than my older brother.
TBH: How popular was baseball in Tampa?
Lopez: Oh, it was all we could do, there was nothing else. You know we didn't have radio, TV,
nothing like that, we just had to play baseball. We had a playground not too far from
where I lived, and we used to go over there and stay there until about, I think the
playground closed around 9:00, and we played basketball and what they call now
diamond ball. I thought that was great. I was just growing up, and I could see my older
brother competing at these type of games, and I wanted to do just as well or better than he
did. To tell you the truth, I got interested in baseball in the 1920 World Series. Naturally,
all the kids were talking about the World Series and so-and-so was rooting for this club
and so-and-so was rooting for that club. It happened so that it was Brooklyn and
Cleveland, they played in that World Series. For some reason I was rooting for
Cleveland. I don't know why, but I took a liking to Cleveland, and Cleveland won the
World Series that year. I think that kind of started me off, you know, besides my brother.
My brother was playing ball also and I started playing ball, and we started forming our
own groups, our own baseball teams as kids.
TBH: Could we follow how you started from children playing baseball the sequence of events
that you go through to get to the major leagues? You played in neighborhoods?
Lopez: There were no organized little leagues in those days. We used to have to form our own
clubs. We didn't have any money or anything like that to buy masks or chest protectors or
shin guards. To me that was a joke. I got my nose busted a couple of times getting hit by
foul balls, and we didn't have any masks. We’d just go back to the plate and catch.
TBH: How about balls and bats?
Lopez: Sometimes everybody would chip in a nickel or a dime or whatever they could to buy one
ball, and that’s what we had – one ball, or else we’d put black tape around if after we’d
hit for quite a while and play with that. We used to have to build our own diamonds. Any
sandlot that we could we’d put a diamond there and we’d play in the neighborhood some
place. We played ball between us kids and compete. I moved up, and a barber from Ybor
City formed a team, and his wife made the uniforms for us. And there was a barber from
West Tampa who made a team, and we had rivalries. And they both married sisters so
there was a rivalry, they both thought that they were great managers. And they formed
this team, and this guy approached me to come over and play for him.
TBH: So you were being scouted by barbers?
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Centro Asturiano Club, circa 1920. The club sponsored a local baseball team.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

Lopez: Probably, yeah. Anyway I guess I was getting pretty good because I was in demand a
little bit, and this barber asked me if I’d catch for him and I said yeah, sure. You know,
this was the first time I was ever going to wear a uniform, I thought this was great. So we
ended up with a real good ball club. One guy was from West Tampa and this guy was
from Ybor City. They had the darndest arguments between those two guys because they
were trying to beat each other all the time, and we were lucky enough that we were
beating them.
TBH: At that point, then, there were teams that were being sponsored by local business
establishments in Ybor City and West Tampa.
Lopez: Well at that particular time there was already an intersocial league that used to play at
McFarland Park in West Tampa, and there was four teams: the Italian club, the Spanish
club, the Centro Asturiano, which is another Spanish club, and the Cuban club. There was
no small competing. There was quite a rivalry because they were importing Cuban ball
players from Cuba and Key West.
TBH: But these weren’t really children.
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Lopez: No, no, these were grown-ups. And they drew very well. They used to have those open
streetcars in those days, and they would flock on those things and people would be
hanging on these streetcars to go all the way from Ybor City to McFarland Park to watch
these ballgames.
TBH: Now were most of these, the kids that were playing, were they mostly Latin?
Lopez: Mostly, yes. They were mostly Latin kids. There were very few American kids who were
born around that area there. I went to school at Ybor School. It’s still there, an elementary
school. There was, I would say, five kids who were American kids, that spoke English in
the yard. I didn’t learn how to speak, I didn’t talk, I didn’t speak English until I was in
about the third or fourth grade. We always spoke Spanish. There was Italian kids that
spoke Italian, and we picked up a little Italian.
TBH: Did you have many Italian kids on the teams?
Lopez: Oh, yes. There were some Italian kids on the teams. In fact, they had their own team at
one time.
TBH: Getting back to the Italian Club, the Spanish Club, Centro Asturiano. The ball players on
those clubs, did they tend to be of the nationality that the clubs represented?
Lopez: No, no, there were some Cuban fellows that were playing for the Italian Club because
they didn’t have enough Italian ball players. The Centro Asturiano had a pitcher who was
an Italian boy that was good. They didn’t care so much, it was just the contact that they
could make, I guess.
TBH: Would these clubs be something like semi-pro, in that category?
Lopez: Yes. They were pretty good clubs, these intersocial league clubs.
TBH: Did they pay the players?
Lopez: No, they were not supposed to. They probably did under the table, but not on the payroll.
TBH: Did you ever play for one of these clubs?
Lopez: I was going to play when it busted up. That year I was only, I think fifteen. Somebody
asked me if I'd catch for the Cuban club.
TBH: Why did it bust up? Do you remember?
Lopez: They lost interest in the thing, and they were having a lot of fights between the clubs on
account of the way the program was. They didn’t like for them to be importing ball
players from Cuba and some from Key West, and they thought that they were getting
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paid because they weren’t going to come from Cuba. I think that was the thing, and I
think the fans got a little bit tired of it. Well the intersocial league broke up. Some fellows
in Ybor City formed a kind of a league of themselves, four clubs. I was surprised. One of
the guys that was going to run one of the clubs, came over and asked me. I was going to
junior high at the time, George Washington Junior High School, and he asked me if I'd
catch for him. He was a pitcher on the team and he was going to run the team. These
were grown men, to me they were old guys. They were probably twenty to thirty or
something like that, but they were old guys – I was fifteen. My brother was playing on
one of the teams, and I said I’d be glad to try out. But I said I don’t think I can catch for
you guys, or against these fellows. These fellows are grown guys. They said, don’t worry
about that, we want you to catch. So I played. We played on Sunday mornings, and we
finally ended up one-half, my brother’s team ended up winning the other half. We played
two halves, and we played in the series, and I had a real hot series, everything that I hit
just went. There was a Spanish newspaper man who used to write for the local Ybor City
paper. He’d write sports, and he wanted me to go out and try out with the Tampa
professional team. They called them the “Smokers” at the time, now they’re the
“Tarpons.” We used to play all our games in back of the University of Tampa at Plant
Field. That’s the only stadium they had at the time. So again I told them, I don’t think I
can make it, but, I said I’ll be glad to go out and try out. So he said, well I think you can
do it, go on out and try it out. So I went out, and he told me to go see a fellow by the
name of Doc Nance, who was running the club. He used to be a catcher also on the team.
Real nice guy, he’s still living.
TBH: Were the “Smokers” affiliated with any major league ball club?
Lopez: No, at that time all the clubs were independent. It was like it is now, they’re subsidized.
The owner was a fellow by the name of Dr. Opre, I think he was a retired doctor, that was
in 1925, who had a real estate office. This was during the first boom in Florida, it was a
tremendous thing. And he had an office downtown close to the Hillsborough Hotel. I
guess he went in to stir up more interest around, and he went into this baseball team, and
he was a baseball fan, also. Doc Nance was really the guy that formed the team and ran
the whole club. So they asked me to go see Doc Nance, and I went to see Doc Nance. It
was at a . . . there used to be a poolroom and a cigar store on Franklin close to Twiggs
and Franklin. I was supposed to meet Doc Nance, I think around five or six o’clock that
afternoon. I went over to see him, told him who I was, gave him a slip of paper, and he
said, oh yeah, I’ve been expecting you. He said, how much money do you want? I said
Doc I don’t know anything about money or contracts or anything like this. At this time
I’m sixteen. So he said how about $150.00 a month? I said that’s swell, real good. He
said fine. So he just gave me a contract for $150.00 a month right there, and I signed it. I
don’t know if it was legal or not because I was sixteen, but I signed it anyway.
TBH: Did you play all year?
Lopez: No, they had two seasons. They had regular seasons that went on in the summertime.
Like they have right now, I think their season is over in September. I played two years
with them. The first year, I was sixteen when I signed. That year I didn’t hardly catch
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The Tampa “Smokers” in 1924, a year before Lopez joined the club.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

until the latter part of the season. I started catching some, and we played in the playoffs
with St. Petersburg, and I had a good series that year. The following year I was the
regular catcher, and then I was drafted by a higher classification of baseball. If you’re not
sold you can only play two years in one league, then you’re subject to draft. So the
Jacksonville team which had just started the year before drafted me to come up to
Jacksonville.
TBH: What levels were the teams?
Lopez: The “Tarpons” were class “U”, Jacksonville was “B”.
TBH: When you were sixteen and started playing for the “Smokers”, did you have to quit
school or could you still go to school?
Lopez: I quit school.
TBH: Let’s work back a little bit then. You say that you didn’t speak English until the fourth
grade?
Lopez: About the third or fourth grade.
TBH: So Spanish was spoken entirely in your house.

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol3/iss1/6

8

Brandmeyer: Baseball and the American Dream: A Conversation With Al Lopez

Lopez: Yeah, it was spoken in the school yard. You wouldn’t dare speak English in the yard.
Those kids would murder you. They thought you were high-hatting them or something
like that.
TBH: Where did you live? Where was your house?
Lopez: Over in Ybor City, not too far from the school. The school was on 14th and Columbus
Drive, and I lived on 12th and 12th. So I lived about four or five blocks from school.
TBH: What language did you speak in school in the first, second, and third grades?
Lopez: Spanish. You know, we learned, naturally, whatever we were taught, the alphabet and
arithmetic, and we understood. In the third or fourth grades we really started speaking
some English, but the rest of the time at home we spoke Spanish, on the yard we spoke
Spanish, in the streets we spoke Spanish.
TBH: What about the teachers? Were they Latin or were they Anglo?
Lopez: One or two were Spanish or Italian girls, but they spoke English. They wanted you to
learn the English language which I thought was correct.
TBH: No bilingual education at that time.
Lopez: No, in fact when I went to junior high, some of the kids had a preference between
Spanish and Latin, and I wanted to take Spanish because I wanted it really for my own. It
was easier for me, but at the same time I wanted to learn it grammatically. But they
wouldn’t let us do it. They made the Spanish kids and Latin kids take Latin.
TBH: What was your family’s reaction to your quitting school and at sixteen going on to this
path of playing baseball?
Lopez: Well I guess they felt, you know, let him have a chance at this thing and if he doesn’t
make it, he’s gonna have to go to work. The reason I quit school was to try to play ball,
which I was just delighted to be able to do, and they were going to pay me to play ball. I
thought that was terrific. And I said if I don’t make it in baseball, I’m going to have to go
get a job.
TBH: Was the school you quit, Hillsborough High School?
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Al Lopez’s Sacred Heart High School Baseball Team. Lopez is on the second row, third from
the right.
Photograph courtesy of Al Lopez.

Lopez: No. It was Jesuit. It used to be called Sacred Heart. I only played there one year. I went to
George Washington, which is on Columbus Drive and still there. The coach at Sacred
Heart was a friend of my brother’s who played baseball with him, and he had heard about
me. So he asked my brother if I would come over and play for him and I played there one
year. There was a little better competition. Sacred Heart was a high school, and where I
was at junior high you were just getting junior high competition. I think it just advanced
me a little bit by going to Sacred Heart.
TBH: Was your family religious in any way that they would be happy that you went to a
Catholic school?
Lopez: No. By this time they thought that I had what they called an education already. I was in
the tenth grade at this time, and so they thought I had enough education. I guess if I’d
insisted or if I’d a been a brilliant student or something like that then they'd probably . . .
TBH: What kind of a student were you?
Lopez: Just fair. I just tried to get by.
TBH: After you learned to speak English did you still converse with your parents and your
friends in Spanish? When would you normally use English during a day?
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Lopez: When I was playing ball, you know, when I went into pro ball. I guess that at the
beginning my English was broken English or something. There’s a few words you can
notice your accent between Spanish and English. Then I married an Irish girl in New
York and that was it, although I spoke to my mother in Spanish all the time.
TBH: So, on a typical day of your life when you were ten years old or eleven years old, you
wouldn’t have to speak English at all living here.
Lopez: No, not here living in Ybor City.
TBH: When you were on the “Smokers,” was the team made up of people drawn from this
area?
Lopez: No, no, they brought them from all over. In fact my first year that I was with the
“Smokers” the team was supposed to have two rookies that never played pro ball, and
they were supposed to have two classmen – ball players who played higher classification
than “D.” They were supposed to have the rest of the team with guys that played just “D”
ball. So what happened was that we came up with some ball players who played within
the junior league which was class “B,” and they changed some of the names. One guy
changed his name from Schneider to Sneed, and things like that, because they wanted to
get away. They wanted to have a good team, which we did. We finally ended up with a
good team but they found out that they had too many classmen. We had four instead of
two. Two were pitchers and so were the manager and the catcher. So they finally ended
up keeping the pitchers. The catcher who was a classman, they let him go, and that’s
when I got my break to start catching.
TBH: Did you ever face, would you ever perceive yourself being discriminated because of your
ethnic origins.
Lopez: No, they used to try to, you know like I guess they gave Jackie Robinson or some of
those guys a little hard time. They used to call me a Cuban “nigger.” I'm not even Cuban,
but they called me a Cuban “nigger” or something like that. But it was just, I thought,
part of the game that they try to get under your skin, you know, competition, if you let it
bother you same way as if you were up at the plate and they threw, you know, they threw
under your chin or something like that to see if you're going to scare or something like
that. You can't let that bother you.
TBH: Did you have other Latin ball players on the “Smokers”?
Lopez: Oh, yeah. We had a couple of Cuban boys, and we had a Cuban fellow that lived here in
Tampa by the name of Alvarez. He had been with the “Smokers” for six or eight years
before I even started. He was a pitcher.
TBH: So most of the players then were Anglo, American.
Lopez: Yeah. American players. They brought them in from all over.
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TBH: How did they get along here in Tampa, a city that had a heavy Latin population?
Lopez: It’s just like every other city. I’ve noticed it in Cleveland. Wherever there’s a heavy
population, in Cleveland there’s a Polish or Slavs, that there was a little resentment there,
you know, one-side against the other side. In Tampa there used to be a little resentment
you know against the Latin population here. In Sulphur Springs, for instance. There were
signs, “No Latins or dogs allowed to go swimming.” But, they never bothered me.
Wherever I went, I don’t know, maybe its because I was lucky that I turned out to be a
professional ball player or something like that. I was always welcomed and treated real
nice and they never bothered me.
TBH: But on the team there was no problem . . . among groups?
Lopez: No.
TBH: You said you played in Plant Field with the “Smokers.” How many people would be
attracted to a “Smoker” game?
Lopez: Oh, we’d draw. You’d be surprised. We’d draw, you know. At that time the cigarmakers
were on what they call piece time. Whatever they made, that’s what they earned. The
games started at 3:15, so by 2:30 they would leave the factory and come out and see the
ball game. That was the only thing to see, baseball, you know, there was no television or
nothing like that. And the people, the cigarmakers, were great. I think that was our
greatest draw.
TBH: Were you something of a hero with the cigarmakers?
Lopez: I finally got to be. I didn’t notice it because I was just one of the local guys and I lived in
that area. I played around the clubs, played dominoes with them, cards and stuff like that,
but I guess I was. I don’t know, I never noticed it, I never figured that I was a hero. I just
figured that I was damn lucky to be where I got.
TBH: Was there any betting on these games?
Lopez: Oh yeah, they bet like hell. They loved to bet. At that time gambling in Tampa was wide
open. They had gambling houses, you could go in there, and they had roulette, dice,
everything, just wide open. It was during prohibition, you could go to any of those
Spanish restaurants. You’d want a bottle, I mean, a drink of Canadian Club. They’d put
the bottle of Canadian Club, you’d help yourself. A bottle of German beer, a dollar for a
bottle of beer, right on the counter. It was wide open. And gambling was, and prostitution
was controlled which I think would be better right now instead of having it all over the
streets the way they have it. It was controlled and you’d never see a prostitute down the
street in anyplace. They had their own sections.
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The “Smokers” reached first place the year that Lopez played with the club.

TBH: Did you spend most of your social life, your social activities in Ybor City or did you
wander to what we call the downtown area now?
Lopez: No, I spent it mostly around Ybor City. I think I had a very fine life, I wish I could do it
all over again.
TBH: What made it fine?
Lopez: Well, at that time, we had four clubs, social clubs, in Ybor City and everybody knew
everybody and they had dances with shows. They had a dance every Saturday night,
matinees on Sunday. We got a bunch of us together, we’d go someplace, we’d buy a
bottle of whiskey for us, you know, and we’d have a bottle and we’d share it between us,
we’d all chip in to buy the bottle. We didn’t have to take a date or nothing like that.
You’d go there, and the girls would come with a chaperone, with their own group, sisters
or what, and we’d go there and pick out the girls you wanted to dance with. We’d dance
with them, take them out, do most anything you wanted to do, take them to a movie,
anything that you enjoyed doing. And I thought it was a great life. I think it was very
simple. You didn’t have to have any dates or nothing like that, you’d just go there, and if
you wanted to take a girl out you’d dance with her and ask her after the dance to go to a
matinee. You would end up at the Tampa Theater to see a movie, whoever was playing,
with a date. I thought it worked out real good.
TBH: Who did the “Smokers” play?
Lopez: They were in the Florida State League. The same way as it is now, but we didn’t go that
far. There was Tampa, St. Pete, Lakeland, Sarasota, Orlando, Sanford, just teams like
that.
TBH: Did you travel by bus?
Lopez: By car mostly.
TBH: How did you get to St. Pete before the Gandy Bridge was built in the mid-twenties?
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Lopez: You had to go all the way around. That bridge was built in ’23 or ’24, ’24 I think it was.
In ’25 we started already using the bridge.
TBH: Before the bridge you’d take a car. Give us a route, how would you go?
Lopez: You’d have to go all around Clearwater, Largo, up in through there that way all the way
around. It was about sixty miles and a terrible drive.
TBH: How long a drive would something like that be?
Lopez: Oh, it must have been, it’d take you, I guess, a couple of hours because the road, they call
it Memorial Highway, is still there and it was just a one-lane pavement. If a car was
coming from the other direction, you would have to give him half the road. I never will
forget that here you’re traveling at forty miles an hour, you were going fast, and you’d
see this car coming, you’d have to kind of slow up and then just give him half the road
and just keep right on going.
TBH: Did you get a travel allowance or anything of that type?
Lopez: Oh, yeah. They gave you meal money and they furnished the car. They rented it or else
individuals that had them, they’d furnish transportation. We’d go to Lakeland, we’d stay
in Lakeland. It was a tough drive to go from here to Lakeland in those days. You’d go out
to what they call Broadway now, and it’d take you through Mango, Seffner, Kissimmee,
and then into Orlando, the other side of Lakeland. It was a tough ride.
TBH: These other cities when you were on the “Smokers,” St. Pete, Lakeland, do you
remember the names of the teams at that time?
Lopez: Sarasota. I think they called them the “Sailors,” I’m not sure. And St. Pete were the
“Saints.”
TBH: How many people would show up at games when you went on the road?
Lopez: We’d have 1,000, 1,500 people. But the prices were cheap. They were collecting, $1,000,
probably a little more than that. And then they had the program to get by, they made
money. And then at the end of the year they might get lucky, and if they break even
during the season, they figure that if they sold one player that would be a profit. But I
don’t see how they could’ve made money, because it was all day games, you know.
There was no night baseball at that time.
TBH: Let me backtrack. The reason that you got into catching was because of your brother?
Lopez: Yeah.
TBH: That’s what inspired you . . .
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Washington “Senators” training in Plant Field.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

Lopez: And besides that, none of the other kids wanted to catch, you know, they didn’t want to
catch. That’s true. In those days, like I said, we didn’t have a mask, a protector, or shin
guards.
TBH: It was hazardous.
Lopez: Yeah, and they didn’t want to catch. Well I got hit in the nose twice, and I said that’s the
end of catching for me, no more catching. So finally I started playing short and pitching a
little bit. And we went to this little field that we had, and we were ready to play the
ballgame. Our catcher didn’t show up that had the tools, you know, the mask, he didn’t
have anything but a mask and a catcher’s mitt. He didn’t show up, so we couldn’t have a
ballgame. So I said okay, I'll catch this once but no more. And I kept on catching after
that.
TBH: How much did they charge admission to get into these baseball games with the
“Smokers?”
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Lopez: I imagine a dollar, a dollar general
admission, maybe the box seats were a
dollar and a half or something like that
because they did have box seats there at
Plant Field. It’s a fairground, you know. It
has a half a mile track.
TBH: There is a picture in the 1920s of what
looks like the Washington Senators
training in Plant Field.
Lopez: I trained with them one year. This was
right after I signed. In those days the clubs
didn’t bring like they do now, ten to
twelve catchers in spring training, because
they had to have a lot of hitting practice
and they have a lot of pitchers that they
have to warm up . . . it’s quite a job. But
in those days they only brought two or
three catchers. The Washington club had
three so they wanted a catcher just to
catch batting practice and nothing else.
They hit by the hour, those guys did. Four
or five hours hitting. The year I was there
Bucky Harris was the manager.
TBH: How many other teams trained in the area
at that time.
Lopez: There were quite a lot.

Washington “Senators” Manager, Bucky
Harris, with pitching star, Walter Johnson,
March 9, 1925.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough
County Public Library System.

TBH: Were the Reds here at that time?
Lopez: The Reds were in Orlando. Washington was in Tampa for oh, I don't know, fifteen or so
years.
TBH: What about St. Pete?
Lopez: St. Pete had the Yankees and the Boston Braves. The Boston Braves were there first, and
then they brought in the Yankees. At Clearwater was Brooklyn, at Bradenton was the
Cardinals, at Sarasota the Giants were there for a little while, and then the Red Sox came
in there for quite a while.
TBH: When does this spring training phenomenon really take the shape of an organized
enterprise ?
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Lopez: I think that the first time that any club came here to Tampa was in 1916, 1914 or 1916. I
think the Cubs came down here and stayed at the Tampa Bay Hotel. The Washington
club used to stay there, the Cincinnati club used to stay there at Tampa Bay Hotel, which
is Tampa University.
TBH: People in the community, public relations people, chamber of commerce people, did they
try to attract clubs here?
Lopez: Oh, yeah. They were tickled to death to get them here. They finally realized that it was a
great help for tourism because at that time there were no dog tracks, no race tracks, and
horse tracks, and baseball would draw some tourists out there, would help a lot. I think
this has been a great help with the development of the state, baseball. People come down
here to see what you got, they like it, well naturally they are going to plan on coming
back.
TBH: Did the teams back then, when you were doing the catching, the spring training, did they
play organized games like they do now in the spring?
Lopez: Yeah, same thing. I used to go to, well they used to carry me wherever they went,
because I used to catch batting practice for them, and they asked me if I’d go along. Well
I remember going to Clearwater the first time I saw the Brooklyn club. They had a guy by
the name of Zack Wheat that was a hell of a hitter, and I was really impressed with him. I
think Casey Stengel was with them, but I didn’t even know who in the hell Casey Stengel
was.
TBH: Now what year did you catch with Washington?
Lopez: This was 1925.
TBH: You were with the “Smokers” at the same time?
Lopez: Yeah. In fact, the owner of the Washington club was a man by the name of Clark Griffith.
The trainer was a man by the name of Mike Martin. That Washington club, there’s a lot
of family in the whole organization, it’s a family thing, and it was that same way. And
Mike Martin was very thought of, he was a trainer. Between him and somebody else, they
recommended to Clark Griffith, why don’t we take that kid with us, he loves to play ball,
he looks like he could make a catcher. So Griffith says, well if you like him, go ahead. So
they found out that I had already signed a contract with the “Smokers” that year, and they
went to the “Smokers.” They asked how much you want for that kid? They answered
$5,000, no ten I think they wanted. He said are you crazy, he’s never had any baseball
experience or nothing. I’ll give you a thousand dollars. So they turned him down. They
said no.
TBH: When you traveled around to places like Sanford, Lakeland, and St. Petersburg, what
was life like for you on the road? Here you were a Latin kid . . .
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Lopez: Teenager. Luckily that fellow that I was talking about, I roomed with him for three years,
a fellow by the name of Alvarez. He was an old man. He was about thirty-two, I think, he
was thirty years old or something like that. He’d been pitching quite a while, maybe
twenty-eight something like that. He and I were roommates. He spoke English, but, you
know, broken English, like I did, I guess. We were roommates together. We’d go to
shows, kind of at night because they were all day games. Get up in the morning, you have
your breakfast, and then you go out to the ballpark and play your ball game. Then that
night you come back to the hotel, have your dinner, and then you either go to a movie or
something like that.
TBH: Were you feeling as you went into organized sports and got away from Tampa, did you
see yourself becoming more Americanized?
Lopez: Yes. And I liked it. I liked it. Not that I disliked the Spanish food. I still eat my wife’s
caldo gallego which she learned to make. I don’t know if you ever had it or not, it’s real
good soup. And she makes yellow rice and chicken and Spanish dishes. We used to get
up in the morning and just have a pot of coffee and a piece of bread and butter, that’s
what we had at home, you know, we were brought up like that. Mostly boiled milk with
coffee, European style. But then I got to be on the road. We’d eat breakfast, not have
lunch, and then eat dinner. At home we used to have coffee and bread and then we’d have
a big lunch and then dinner at night, but it’s changed around and it was nice. I think it
helped me a lot . . . start changing.
TBH: And your parents, by this time, have come to accept the fact that you’d be traveling?
Lopez: Oh, they were tickled to death, you know, that I . . . especially my dad. My mother
thought I was wasting my time, to tell you the truth, you know, playing ball. She was
thinking that maybe I should learn a trade because that was a big thing with those people
in those days, learn a trade, you’ll always have a job.
TBH: Any particular trade?
Lopez: They figured the cigar . . . well, no, not particularly. They didn’t care whether I was a
mechanic or a plumber or what, but they wanted me to learn a trade.
TBH: You went from the “Smokers” to the Jacksonville club to Brooklyn.
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Lopez: They sold me to Brooklyn. Brooklyn sent
me back out because they wanted me to
catch. They sent me to Atlanta. Atlanta
sent me to Macon because they already
had the catchers. They had their own two
catchers. I went to Macon, and that fall I
went to Brooklyn, in 1928, and I think I
caught three games that year in the big
leagues. The following year they wanted
me to catch again and they sent me to
Atlanta. They called me up again in the
fall. They wanted me to come up to
Brooklyn, and I totally turned them down.
I said, no, I’m too tired. I had caught, I
think, 147 games at Atlanta, that’s a hot
league, it’s hotter than it is here in
Florida. If you have places like Mobile
and New Orleans and Atlanta and Little
Rock. Little Rock is a real hot place. You
don’t have the breezes you have here. I
felt it more than I did here. I caught an
awful lot of games, 147 games.

Brooklyn “Dodger”, Al Lopez, led National
League catchers in fielding and batted .309 in
1933.

TBH: What did the impact of the depression
have on baseball?

Photograph courtesy of Al Lopez.

Lopez: I tell you, we didn’t feel it, the guys that were in baseball. It was a terrible thing, you
know.
TBH: The salary didn’t go down any?
Lopez: No. It was true that I kept jumping to a higher league all the time, and I belonged to a big
league club. Maybe it had a terrible effect on baseball, because it seemed like one year or
two after I left here the [Florida State] league folded up. Then I left the Southeastern
League a couple of years after that, the league folded up, too.
TBH: Was attendance dropping off?
Lopez: Attendance was dropping off. People didn’t have any money to go to ball games or
anything like that. But we felt the depression here in Florida earlier than that. We felt the
depression right after the boom hit. And the boom was over around 1926, but we started
feeling the depression here around 1927, 1928. And then the crash came in 1929. But we
already, down here in Florida, we had already felt the depression.
TBH: Did you come back in the off season to Tampa each year?
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Lopez: Every year.
TBH: What would you do in the off season?
Lopez: Nothing. I didn’t do anything. Just took it
easy, you know, just be with my friends.
TBH: As a major leaguer, then, when you’re
playing with, let’s say in the 1930s with
Brooklyn, are you something of a celebrity
when you come back to Tampa? You
would be Tampa’s only major league ball
player.
Lopez: In fact, I think in the whole state of
Florida, I’m not sure.
TBH: So then you are a major league ball
player in Tampa. What does that mean to
you? Are you recognized?
Lopez: I imagine so. I didn’t notice it because I
was just with, everybody knew who I was
and knew me since I was a young guy.
You can’t “put on the dog” with people,
you know, you've got to be yourself.

Van Lingle Mungo, pitching star for the
“Dodgers” and Home Run King, Babe
Ruth, of the “Yankees,” with Al Lopez in
1930.
Photograph courtesy of Joe Paleveda.

TBH: Small towns are notorious for following the local boy who makes good. And Tampa
would be very thrilled when here is one of its own . . .
Lopez: Well they were. You, know, I didn’t notice it myself but they did. They gave me parades,
you know, they had two or three parades for me, they had dinners among my friends, I
don't know how many dinners they gave for me, even the mayor of the city named the
ball park after me.
TBH: When did that happen? When was Al Lopez field named?
Lopez: When it was inaugurated, it was 1951.
TBH: That was built as a new field with the name Al Lopez?
Lopez: Yes. The reason for it, I think you have to give Mr. Lane, Frank Lane, and the Chicago
White Sox a little credit for that because I think that the mayor . . .
TBH: Who was the mayor at that time, do you remember?
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During the Depression in 1935, Lopez was traded to the Boston “Braves” where he led the
National League catchers in fielding.
Photograph courtesy of Al Lopez.

Lopez: Curtis Hixon. The reason for building the ball park was that Hixon was always trying to,
you know, he was a great, great guy. I think he was one of the finest mayors we ever had
in Tampa. St. Pete had two clubs, and he wanted Tampa to have two clubs so he and
Frank Lane, who used to live at St. Pete during the winter, during the off season. I guess
they got together talking one time and he told Lane: I'd like to have you move, why don’t
you move down here with your White Sox. They used to train in Pasadena, California.
And Lane told him, from what I hear, well if you’re building a new ball park I’ll be glad
to come down here. He said, you mean it? You’ve got a new ball park. So they went way
out there, where they’re at now, and the people in Tampa criticized him. They thought he
was out of his head to go out that far, you know, to build a ball park.
TBH: On Dale Mabry?
Lopez: Yeah. They thought, you know, way out, that used to be way out of the city. So he built
the ball park. I was away already. I was managing the Cleveland club. I wasn’t here for
the inauguration but the guy that was the general manager of Cleveland, Hank Greenberg,
came down here and represented me for the inauguration. They were terrific, the people
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here, but again, I didn’t feel like a hero or anything like that. I felt like I was lucky that I
got to where I did.
TBH: You’ve been here now seventy-two years, what are the biggest changes you see with
respect to sports, the kind of early youth you had when you can walk off a sandlot and
almost become a major leaguer, with respect to sports and, I guess, with respect to the
whole city, and the Latin community within the city?
Lopez: The Latin community is getting more Americanized all around with the exception now
that the Cubans are coming in which has given it some more Latin atmosphere. My kid
doesn’t speak Spanish, he understands Spanish. He’s married to a Spanish girl, and his
kids don’t speak Spanish, which I wish they would. But, I don’t know, it’s easier for them
to speak English because they’re brought up in an English neighborhood, an American
neighborhood, and the mother speaks English to them. The reason we spoke Spanish is
because my mother and dad spoke Spanish, and they spoke Spanish to us all the time. But
I think they’re getting away, which I'm sad to see, it’s sad to see because I think it’s a
great advantage if you could speak two or three or four languages. I’d like to see my
grandson or my granddaughter speak Spanish, or another language.
TBH: What changes do you see now in sports from when you first started?
Lopez: That’s a big change because again when we started as kids we had to even make our own
fields, our own diamonds. Play in any sandlot that we could see open. Now they’re
furnishing the kids with real good fields to play on, which I think is great. I think they
ought to have more because I think it’s a great thing for kids. I think you’d see less delinquency among the kids if you have sports, all kinds of sports, I'm talking about baseball,
soccer fields, basketball courts, stuff like that. I think it’d be a great thing for kids. Now
they have little league programs.
TBH: You retired as a ball player in what year?
Lopez: I retired as a ball player in 1948, I caught fifty games. I managed and caught Indianapolis
about fifty games.
TBH: Did you ever have a chance, an opportunity to get into the higher management level?
Lopez: Yes. I was offered a couple of times, but I didn't think I’d like the desk job. I couldn’t see
myself, you know, being attached, going into that routine, going into the office like that. I
was always more of an outdoor guy.
TBH: Did you ever see yourself in some ways as a pioneer, being a Latin. Did you have to
prove yourself?
Lopez: No, I didn’t feel it so much. Again, once in awhile they’d call me names being that my
name was Lopez or something like that. I figured that it was more in the competition end
of it and that didn’t really bother me.
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TBH: Did you see yourself having the kind of
trailblazing opportunities that Jackie
Robinson did as a black man?
Lopez: No I didn’t. He was breaking the barrier.
They weren’t allowed to play. With us it
wasn’t that. If you could play and you
were white you could play. I guess there
were some fellows from Cuba . . . there
might have been some mixture there, but
hell, they treated them nice and they
played with the whites. John McGraw
went to Cuba with the Giants and took
Babe Ruth with them in the early twenties.
They claimed that McGraw took him over
there because he was part owner of the
Tropical race horsetrack; they gambled. He
took him over there because he knew that
Ruth was going to attract a lot of people.
There was a colored guy by the name of
Mendez that was a short black Cuban who
could throw hard as hell. They said he
Lopez managed Cleveland to a pennant in
could really fire that ball, and he struck
1954. Here, he poses with old friend, Casey
out Ruth three times that day. Ruth might
Stengel, manager of the rival Yankees.
just have been having a good time.
McGraw made the remark, “I wish I could
Photograph courtesy of Al Lopez.
paint him white; I’d take him up to the
Giants.” But it was just that one thing. I
think the press with Robinson and with myself the little that I had, I didn’t have as much
as Robbie because I didn’t feel it. But with Robinson, again, the press made a big thing
out of this. Robinson was too good. Nobody had to stick up for Robinson. He could do all
right by himself. But the press was trying to make a big thing about this thing.
TBH: With your ability to speak Spanish were you often seen as an intermediary?
Lopez: Sometimes, when I was at Pittsburgh during the war we brought one kid up, a Cuban boy
who couldn't speak English at all. He was a shortstop. The poor guy couldn’t speak
English, and I had to room with him for a while and had breakfast with him, because I
had to order for him and had dinner with him all through Spring training and the whole
time we were there at Spring training at Muncie, Indiana.
TBH: What do you recall was the impact of World War II? You said you were training at
Muncie, Indiana. That’s hardly a place where you’d think of Spring training.

Published by Scholar Commons, 1981

23

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 3 [1981], Iss. 1, Art. 6

Lopez: The clubs that were in the east, New York, Boston, they trained in some places around in
the east someplace so they wouldn’t have to travel so much.
TBH: To save gas?
Lopez: Gas, and I guess the transportation and things like that. I guess they didn’t want that
much tourism or something like that. We trained in Muncie from Pittsburgh. I was in
Pittsburgh, and the clubs in the east trained in the east. The Cubs trained with the White
Sox at some resort up in Indiana someplace. We had to play ball games sometimes at
10:00 in the morning. They would work us in shifts; sometimes we’d start at 4:00, and
give the guys the early shift so they could catch the ball game in the afternoon. We
played a lot of night games and some for the guys who couldn't work in the afternoon.
TBH: Did you ever play for servicemen?
Lopez: Yeah, we played Great Lakes, we went to Norfolk, Virginia and other times to the Naval
Academy. We played different camps. In fact one of the soldiers asked [umpire] Bill
Klem he said “supposing a guy hits a ball out of the ballpark on a homerun and when he’s
rounding second base his buddy shoots a cannon and kills him and he can’t circle the
bases, what would you call that?” He didn’t know what to say, he says “I would say he’s
a dead man.”
TBH: When did you retire?
Lopez: I think I retired first around 1967 and was still working for the White Sox doing a little
public relations, scouting some players or seeing the minor leagues, the talent, and see if
they were progressing or not. Then I went back in, it was 1968, to finish the season. They
fired [Eddie] Stanky the manager, and I took over. In 1969 I thought that my stomach
was giving me an awful fit, nervous stomach that I’ve got, I just told them that I was
going to get sick if I didn’t quit. They finally agreed with me that I’d better quit.
TBH: Do you think your family relationship now is as close as it was when you were a little boy
growing up in Tampa with eight other sisters and brothers?
Lopez: I think it is. Maybe not, but to me it is. I’m the head of the family, and I guess I’m old
enough to realize that I haven’t got that many more years to live and I kind of do these
things that I enjoy. I enjoy right now seeing these kids grow up, trying to do good.
TBH: If it hadn’t been for baseball do you have any idea what you might have wound up doing?
Lopez: No telling. I’d probably have ended up in the factory with the rest of my brothers.
Learning a trade of some kind. I think I’ve been very very lucky. I thank baseball for it.
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Traded to the Pittsburg “Pirates” in 1940, Lopez set many fielding records for the team. He is
shown here with teammates Bill Baker (left), and Babe Phelps (center).
Photograph courtesy of Al Lopez.

In 1959, Lopez won the American League pennant with the Chicago “White Sox.” Here he is
shown with second base star, Nelson Fox.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa Tribune.
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